The nature of archival materials in musical research is often like that of pieces to a multi-dimensional puzzle. Through the judicious combinations of various documents we can sketch the lives of individual musicians based on the dates of their hiring and firing. From the records of the positions they held and the salaries they earned, we can follow and assess their careers. In other cases, through letters, wills and notary documents, we can gain a more intimate glimpse of their personal lives and economic circumstances.
We can also use these documents to investigate the structure of the musical organizations to which these musicians belonged, whether chapels of the court or the church. Specifi~ information concerning the size and wealth, financial and musical, of such organizations can be gleaned from scattered pay records, accounts of festive occasions, and diaries of participants and observers. Musicology has suffered no dearth of such archival studies, and in recent years nearly every major musical figure of the Renaissance, and many of the important geographic centers, have been studied in detail, yielding a rich fabric of musicological knowledge. Yet even with this wealth of data, basic questions concerning the professional life of the Renaissance musician often go unanswered. One such question concerns the manner in which the head of an ecclesiastical musical chapel, the maestro di cappella, met his everyday responsibilities, especially the teaching duties which were often a requirement of such a position.
Fortunately, an exceptionally informative document exists for a particular sixteenth-century Italian maestro, Pietro Pontio. Born in Parma in 1532, Pontio is best known today for his two theoretical treatises, the Ragionamento di Musica of 1588 and the Dialogo of 1595. He spent his career as maestro di cappella in various churches in Parma, Bergamo and Milan, remaining active until his death in 1596. Though less recognized for his compositional output, he was in fact, next to Thomas Morley, the most prolific of the many theorist! composers of the Renaissance. l
The document in question, found in the archives of the Misericordia Maggiore and housed in the Biblioteca Civica of Bergamo, is the record of an investigation, or processo, which ultimately led to Pontio's departure from his position as maestro di cappella at the church of Santa Maria Malgiore in Bergamo, a post he held from 1565 to 1567. The testimony, amounting to nearly forty pages, contains much interesting personal detail concerning Pontio, a secular priest, who was accused, among other things, of gambling and consorting with prostitutes. Included, for example, is the description of a midnight raid on Pontio's house by the cavalier to the Bishop of Bergamo, complete with a Boccaccio-like escape of two ladies of the evening through an adjacent garden while Pontio stalled the authorities, first by claiming not to be able to find a key to the door, and then by throwing down the wrong key.
More importantly, however, the record of the processo reveals a remarkable amount of detail concerning the various pedagogical duties of the maestro di cappella. In the course of the processo, which lasted nearly three months, twelve witnesses, mostly students of Pontio, testified. Through their testimony we learn much about the structure of the musical chapel and the pedagogical apparatus used to train the young choirboys.
